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As Rost points out, listening is vital in language classroom because it provides 
input for second language learners. Without understanding input at the right level, any 
learning simply cannot begin. For a long time, learners have been frustrated with 
obstacles in second language listening, especially passage listening.  
The length of passage poses some difficulty for second language learners which can 
be analyzed from cognitive perspective. The limited capacity of short-term memory 
hinders our brain in handling and processing large amount of information in short 
period of time. Thus, how to ease the burden of our brain and improve information 
processing efficiency is the key to successful processing of passage. Human economy 
of cognition gives rise to many vehicles, such as schema, frame, script and discourse 
marker.  
This thesis aims at exploring discourse markers found in second language listening 
passages, classifying them and identifying their functions. Quantitative analysis and 
qualitative analysis are combined to give full play to their advantage. The findings of 
present study show that discourse markers play an important role in signaling to 
listeners the forthcoming information or indicating speaker’s attitude towards the 
following statement.  
The thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter one introduces the importance of 
listening and difficulties posed by listening for English learners in China. The purpose 
of present study is pointed out.  
Chapter two deals with the concept of listening comprehension. After an 
elaboration on its definition, this part also focuses on psychological mechanism for 
information processing as well as the importance of schema. Listeners should activate 
the right kind of schema so as to relieve the storing burden of short-term memory, and 
make full use of the psychological processing mechanism to get a complete 















Chapter three reviews past theoretical work on discourse markers, which have been 
studied under various labels, including discourse markers, discourse connectives, 
discourse operators, pragmatic connectives, sentence connectives, cue phrases and so 
on. Different terms reflect researchers’ different attitudes to the question of the 
uniformity or fuzziness of the class of discourse markers. There is no agreement to 
their definition, function as well as what the class of discourse marker consists of. 
Chapter four classifies discourse markers that appear in CET-4 listening passages 
and describes the roles they play in discourse. Detailed examples are listed for 
illustration.  
Chapter five reveals the statistics collected from the database in the present study, 
in which figures and tables are presented to show the frequency of different types of 
discourse markers in second language listening passage. The most common types of 
discourse markers in listening passage and common discourse markers in listening 
passage are listed for second language learners’ and researchers’ reference.  
In chapter six, pedagogical implications are presented in line with the findings in 
the study. Teaching the application of discourse markers is highly advocated in 
English listening instructions. And teachers are supposed to raise learners’ awareness 
of the role of discourse markers in passage listening. Finally, drawbacks of present 
study are pinned down and future research is suggested to examine the role of 
discourse markers from different perspectives. Further studies are called for to 
provide more evidence regarding the role of discourse markers in listening 
comprehension. 
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Chapter One Introduction 
1.1 Importance of listening  
Listening is essential in our life and contributes much to our understanding of 
Second Language Acquisition (SLA). As Rost (1994) pointed out, “listening is vital in 
the language classroom because it provides input for the learner. Without 
understanding input at the right level, learning cannot begin.” (Nunan, 2001:200). 
Stephen Krashen’s Input Hypothesis stressed that listening played a crucial role in the 
learning process: the development of speaking skills or the knowledge of grammar 
rules would follow automatically as long as a sufficient amount and type of input was 
provided. As listening was seen as a major source of comprehensible input, listening 
assumed greater and greater importance in foreign language classrooms. Researchers 
have come to realize the important role of listening, and current understanding of the 
nature of listening draws on research in psycholinguistics and cognitive science.  
The significant role of listening comprehension in SLA has been described by 
O’Malley as “the keystone of many theories of SLA instruction” (O’Malley, 1989: 
418). There has been an increasing theoretical interest in mental process of listening 
and the role of listening comprehension as well. Many researchers (O’Malley, Chamot, 
and Kupper, 1989; O’Malley, Chamot, 1990) have recognized the importance of 
listening comprehension in processing, storing and retrieving linguistic input and its 
influence on the improvement of a learner’s second language acquisition.   
          
1.2 Difficulties posed by listening  
There are obvious differences between listening and reading. Compared in terms 
of processing, listening needs more rapid retrieval of background information as a 
basis for organizing and integrating input. In comprehending aural language, listeners 
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they hear with what they know about the world. In the process of reading, if there is 
some inconsistency in the reconstruction of a text because of a conflict with the 
reader’s background knowledge, one may reread or rescan the text to solve difficulties, 
since the reader controls how much information reaches the eyes and reads at his own 
pace. Listening is really quite different. Oral text gives listeners fewer clues to 
discourse coherence. As there is no option of going back to previous text in order to 
check or revise comprehension, “listening places a far greater load on memory” than 
reading. 
Compared in form of listening, passage listening poses greater difficulty than 
conversation does. In short dialogue or long dialogue, there are interactions between 
at least two speakers which give some contextual clues for listeners to follow easily. 
The listening passages share some qualities of both written and oral discourse. The 
passages are well written and language used is carefully selected, but they are 
presented to in aural forms. They are similar to monologue, in which there is no direct 
feedback from listeners. Thus, listeners have no choice to go back when they do not 
catch a single word or phrase. Besides, they have to rely much on context to get some 
implied meaning. 
The author tries to interview students randomly about the problems they 
encounter in listening especially passage listening. Many students complain about 
their limited vocabulary which hinders their thorough understanding of passage; some 
students can hear the word but can not catch the meaning and write it out; some even 
quit halfway when they are unable to grasp the new words or difficult points; some 
students cannot concentrate on listening and often get tired when listening. They don’t 
know how to improve their listening ability and they hope teachers can teach some 
listening strategies.  
Up till now in China, there is no substitute for College English Test Band Four 
(CET-4) and Band Six (CET-6) to evaluate non-English majors’ proficiency. Besides, 
most companies consider CET-4 or CET-6 certificate as a basic qualification for their 
applicants. As a result, college students try their best on preparation for CET-4 and 
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headache for most college student, not to mention CET-6. Thus, college English 
teaching has been encountering its bottleneck: teachers try to improve students’ 
listening comprehension but the results are not as satisfactory as they are supposed to 
be.  
1.3 Purpose of this study  
The author of this paper is one of the teachers searching for better solutions to 
the bottleneck mentioned above. As is mentioned before, listening places greater load 
on our memory, how to ease the burden of our brain in information processing and 
improve information processing efficiency become the key solution to the barriers of 
listening. Human economy of cognition gives rise to many vehicles, such as schema, 
frame, script and discourse marker. That provides the theoretical foundation of the 
present study, which is to be conducted from cognitive perspective. Studies by 
Bransford and Johnson demonstrate the importance of background knowledge for text 
understanding. They show that knowledge of words and grammatical structures are 
not enough for listeners to comprehend what they heard. Listening also requires the 
listener to relate the content of the text to their knowledge of the world which is stored 
in the form of schemas (schemata). Cambridge memory researcher Bartlett’s Schema 
theory provides insight into listening from perspective of psycholinguistics. The 
nature of listening and the psychological mechanism for language processing have 
been explored. Cognitively speaking, listeners use both bottom-up processes and 
top-down processes to comprehend. The research on discourse and cognition, which 
focuses on what goes on in our brain during the production and perception of 
discourse, sheds some lights on the research question of this paper. Besides, a large 
range of expressions, which are labeled as discourse markers, play a role in signaling 
connections in discourse. The number of studies devoted to discourse markers is 
steadily growing due to the awareness of their crucial importance in discourse 
processing. Discourse markers serve to highlight a logical development of idea, which 
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